This article reports on a study which examines the use of formulaic language in an intercultural communication encounter. It focuses particularly on phatic expressions used in an online discussion in English among university students in Taiwan, Israel, and the US. The purpose of the study was to examine whether there are differences in the openings and closings that the students from the different countries used in their self-introductions. 
building these connections.
The type and amount of phatic expressions is culturally determined (Duranti, 2001 ; Gudykunst & Kim, 2003) . In the American culture, the phrase "How are you?" is often used as an opening phrase. Even if one is feeling terrible, the expected formulaic answer is, generally, "I'm fine." In other cultures, the asker of this question may expect a detailed answer about one's health or well-being. Therefore, when In the online environment, these issues are equally present.
Even though participants are writing to one another, an online discussion contains the initial period where participants have to introduce themselves to one another.
This article focuses on these particular interactions.
Method and Data Sources
The data for this study, taken from an online discussion about gender stereotypes among undergraduate university students in the US, Israel and Taiwan were analyzed using content analysis methodology. The data set that was isolated for analysis were the students' selfintroductions.
Content analysis is a research method which examines texts for the presence of and/or frequency of certain words and phrases. "Researchers quantify and analyze the presence, meanings and relationships of such words and concepts, then make inferences about the messages within the texts, the writer(s), the audience, and even the culture and time of which these are a part" (CSU, 2011a, para. 1). One use of content analysis is to "reveal international differences in communication content" (CSU, 2011b, para. 1). The research design, based on conceptual analysis of the text(s) begins with identifying research questions, then selecting words and phrases to be coded into content categories that address the research question(s) (CSU, 2011c). Texts are then coded using these categories and analyzed accordingly.
This study was based on the hypothesis that there will be some difference in the openings and closings that the students from the different countries used, and that these differences will be in the amount of formality of the utterances and the structures used. The content analysis of the introductions attempts to answer two research questions:
(i). How will the use of phatics differ among participants in each country?
(ii). Can phatic expressions give an indication of whether the participants regard online discussion as writing or speaking?
To test this hypothesis and to answer the research questions, the utterances were compared to this formulaic exchange which is closely based on an American cultural norm for 
Participants
There were 21 participants from Israel; 31 participants from the US; and 115 from Taiwan ( few who were not, were bilingual.
Results
The first data point to consider is the number of openings and closings that were posted. Some of the participants interacted with more than one other participant. ( Table 5 ).
The other category of Openings was labeled other. These include My name is/I am. and some general phatic utterances, such as Nice to meet you and Looking forward to… ( Table 6 ).
Most of the participants identified themselves as part of their opening, whether they were introducing themselves or responding to others. It also appears that the participants from the US, the native speakers, used fewer of the standard phatic phrases associated with openings. (Table 7) .
Data Analysis
The content was analyzed to try to determine if there was some difference in the openings and closings that the students from the different countries used, and if these differences were related to formality of the utterances and the structures used. Two research questions were formulated to test this hypothesis.
The data were compared to a formulaic exchange which is loosely based on an American cultural norm for introductions.
The content analysis of the introductions revealed that it is difficult to draw any particular cultural conclusions from these data. The differences that were found may have been culturally based; they may have been a result of how the students were taught to use these conventions or how they understand they are to use them; or they may have been a result of how the students viewed the activity.
The categories for this analysis were: formal and informal greetings, by name, desire for continuation, and "polite" phatics, those phrases which express "nice to meet you" and so on. The number of interactions and the various phatic devices were compared as follows (Table 8) .
First of all, only one Taiwanese student used the more formal "dear" which is formal letter writing convention. Israeli participants tended to make their introduction in response to other participants. They responded using an individual's name 79% of the time.
The participants from the US had an average of 2. Only 8% of the Taiwanese posts used this phatic device.
The final category is "polite phatic expressions". These expressions were used by 41% of the Israelis, while 48% of the Taiwanese used them. Only 11% of the students from the US used these types of expressions.
From these data, it appears that the Israelis treated the activity as a more informal type of communication than the other two groups. Judging by the phatic expressions they used, it appears the Israeli students were interested in interacting and communicating more freely than their counterparts in the other countries. The Taiwanese students seemed less interested in communicating with others than in merely posting their introductions as part of the assignment.
Looking at the "polite" phatics data, one may conclude that the participants from the US saw the activity as a more static writing activity than did the other two groups. They wanted to communicate, but did not view the activity as a personal or social activity.
The second research question referred to whether the participants regarded the online discussion as writing or speaking. The answer is a qualified "Yes." From the analysis, it appears that the participants viewed this activity as an informal writing activity (Table 8) .
First of all, it is apparent that the students did not see this in the same way as a formal writing exercise, an exercise in which they adhere strictly to formal writing conventions. However, fewer than 50% of the participants used "polite phatic expressions," those which express "nice to meet you" and so on. The one conclusion that may be drawn is that the participants did not view these interactions in the same way that one views an oral interaction in which one says the formulaic -Hello -how are you -nice to meet you, etc.
These data seem to support the conclusion that while there The participants approached it more informally, more like an informal letter writing exercise.
Limitations of the Study
This study has several limitations which may have affected the data analysis. The limitations were related to background information about the assignment and the students' writing proficiency; lack of information about the use of phatics in the participants' L1; and sample size. (ii) there is the possibility that the interactions can take place in almost real-time. Therefore, online discussion can take on some of the qualities of oral communication.
The analysis of these formulaic responses indicates the use of an informal style of writing rather than actually imitating oral communication. Therefore, rather than being one or the other, speaking or writing, or a combination of the two, perhaps online writing is evolving into a specific form of communication with its own conventions for using phatics to establish and maintain connections in the online environment.
